The role of the emergency department in the acute management of chronic or recurrent pain.
Exacerbation of chronic pain is a common presenting problem for patients attending emergency departments (EDs), with many making multiple visits. This paper aims to identify the role of the ED in the acute management of patients with persistent or chronic nonmalignant pain through a review of current literature. Four databases were searched using the MeSH and subject search terms "chronic nonmalignant pain", "persistent pain" and "emergency" and synonyms associated with these terms. Literature related to the underlying causes of suboptimal chronic pain management along with the sequelae associated with treatment or management was extracted. Three main themes emerged: patient expectations and satisfaction, barriers to care, and strategies/principles to improve ED management for this patient group. The presence of these themes appears to be partially due to time limitations for chronic issues in an acute department, accompanied by a lack of clear guidelines. It is evident that the ED is not the ideal setting for managing patients with chronic pain however it is the last resort for many who do present, and who will continue to present should their pain persist. It is time to ensure that the ED provides a consistently supportive, cohesive and integrated approach to managing patients with chronic pain syndromes.